
The Home Buyer's Companion
 

A professional, educational journey for buyers building
their future with confidence and clarity.



Welcome to Your Home Buying Journey

 Dear Future Homeowner,

I want to start by saying this: buying a home is one of the most exciting and important decisions 
you'll ever make. It's also one that can feel overwhelming if you don't have the right guidance. 
That's exactly why I created this guide to walk alongside you through every step of this journey, 
from understanding market dynamics to holding those keys in your hand on closing day.

Over my years in real estate, I've helped hundreds of families just like yours navigate this process. 
I've seen the confusion that can arise when terminology gets too technical, the anxiety that comes 
with making such a significant financial commitment, and the joy that follows when everything 
comes together perfectly. My mission is simple: to simplify what feels complicated, explain what's 

often hidden, and empower you to make informed, confident choices. 

Whether this is your first home or your fifth, I believe every buyer deserves clarity, honesty, and 
patient guidance. This isn't just about finding a property it's about building your financial future, 
creating a space for your family to thrive, and making an investment that will serve you for years 
to come. Throughout this guide, I'll share the insights I've gained from years in the market, the 
strategies that have helped my clients succeed, and the honest advice you need to avoid common 
pitfalls.

You're not just a transaction to me. You're someone building a life, pursuing a dream, and trusting 
me to help you get there. Let's begin this journey together, with confidence and clarity every step of 
the way. With dedication to your success,
Penny Lares
Realtor | Four Winds - Cuatro Vientos Realty



Understanding the Market Like a Pro
 

 

This is Economics 101, but 
it matters tremendously in 
real estate. When there are 
fewer homes available 
(supply) than there are 
buyers looking (demand), 
prices naturally rise. 
Sellers gain leverage, and 
you'll face competition. 
Conversely, when 
inventory is high and 
buyers are scarce, we 
enter what's called a 
"Buyer's Market"—where 
you have negotiating 
power and can often 
secure better terms.

This metric tells us how 
many months it would 
take to sell all currently 
listed homes at the current 
pace of sales. Generally, 
less than 6 months of 
inventory signals a seller's 
market, while more than 6 
months favors buyers. I 
monitor this closely in 
your specific 
neighborhood and price 
range, because markets 
can vary dramatically even 
within the same city.

A low DOM (Days on 
Market) indicates high 
competition and tells us 
you may need to act 
quickly and offer close to 
or above asking price. If 
homes are sitting for 60+ 
days, that's your signal that 
sellers may be more 
willing to negotiate. This 
number gives us a pulse on 
urgency and helps us craft 
your offer strategy.

Finally, let's talk about the elephant in the room: interest rates. Even a 1% shift in mortgage rates 
can significantly impact your monthly purchasing power. For example, on a $300,000 loan, a rate 
increase from 6% to 7% means roughly $200 more per month—that's $2,400 per year, or $72,000 
over a 30-year mortgage. This is why timing matters, and why I stay in constant communication 
with trusted lenders who can help you lock in favorable rates when the opportunity arises.

Understanding these market fundamentals doesn't just make you a smarter buyer—it gives you 
confidence. When you know what the data says, you won't second-guess your decisions. You'll know 
whether to move fast or take your time, whether to offer above asking or negotiate below. And that 
knowledge? That's power.

Before you fall in love with granite countertops or a backyard pool, I need you to understand 
something fundamental: to invest strategically rather than emotionally, you must look at the data.
The real estate market isn't random—it follows patterns, responds to economic forces, and gives us
clear signals about when to act and how to position your offer.

Let me break down the key market indicators that I watch every single day on behalf of my clients, 
because understanding these will transform you from a hopeful buyer into an informed investor.

Supply and Demand Inventory Levels Days on Market



Financial Preparation &
Budget Planning
Here's something I tell every client during our first meeting, and  
I need you to really hear this: Don't just look at what the bank
says you can borrow; look at what you should spend. These are 
two very different numbers, and confusing them is one of the 
fastest ways to become what we call "house poor"—owning a 
beautiful home but struggling to enjoy your life because every 
dollar goes to the mortgage.

Banks use formulas and ratios to determine your maximum 
loan amount. They're looking at your income and debts through 
a very specific lens. But they don't know about your family's 
annual vacation, your goal to save for your children's education, 
or your love of dining out on weekends. Only you know what 
makes your life feel full and balanced—and your budget needs 
to reflect that reality.

The "Comfortable" Budget Formula
I encourage you to calculate your monthly lifestyle costs honestly.
List everything: groceries, entertainment, hobbies, subscriptions,
car payments, insurance, retirement 
contributions, emergency savings, and yes, even that daily 
coffee. Once you have that number, subtract it from your 
monthly take-home income. What remains is your comfortable 
housing budget—the amount you can allocate without 
sacrificing the lifestyle you've worked hard to build.

Your mortgage payment includes:

Principal & Interest

Property Taxes

Homeowners Insurance

HOA Fees (if applicable)

Maintenance Reserves (1% of home 
value annually)

Many first-time buyers are shocked 
when they realize their payment is 
$400-600 higher than they initially 
calculated.

Remember, your true monthly housing cost isn't just principal and interest. It includes property taxes, 
homeowners insurance, HOA fees if applicable, and maintenance reserves. A good rule of thumb? Set aside 1% 
of your home's value annually for repairs and maintenance. That $300,000 home? Budget about $250 per 
month for the inevitable water heater replacement, roof repairs, or HVAC servicing.
I've worked with buyers who were pre-approved for $400,000 but chose to purchase at $320,000 because they 
wanted breathing room. Five years later, they thanked me. They traveled, saved, invested, and never felt the 
stress of being stretched too thin. That's the kind of decision-making I want to encourage—thoughtful, strategic, 
and aligned with your whole life, not just your housing needs.

The True Monthly Cost



Building Credit and Exploring Loan Options
 

 
Best for buyers with strong credit scores (typically 
620+) and the ability to put down 3-20%. These loans 
offer the most flexible terms and are ideal if you 
want to avoid mortgage insurance by putting down 
20% or more. They're the most common loan type 
and work for most property types.

 
If you've served our country, this is your reward: 
zero down payment, no private mortgage insurance, 
and typically better interest rates. VA loans are one 
of the most powerful wealth-building tools available 
to veterans and active-duty service members.

 
Targeted at rural and suburban properties in 
designated areas, USDA loans offer zero down 
payment for qualified buyers. Income limits apply, 
but if your dream home is outside city limits, this 
could be your path to homeownership without a 
massive down payment.

 
Government-backed and easier to qualify for, FHA 
loans accept credit scores as low as 580 with just 
3.5% down. They're perfect for first-time buyers or 
those rebuilding credit. The trade-off? You'll pay 
mortgage insurance for the life of the loan unless 
you refinance later.

Your loan type isn't just a financial detail it dictates your down payment requirements, your monthly costs, your 
eligibility for certain properties, and ultimately, your long-term wealth building strategy. Understanding the
landscape of mortgage products available to you is essential, and I'm here to demystify it all.

Let's start with the basics. There are several loan types available, each designed for different buyer situations. Some 
require stellar credit and significant savings, while others are specifically created to help those with more modest 
means or unique circumstances achieve homeownership. The key is matching the right loan to your specific 
situation.

Your credit score can be the difference between approval and denial, or between a 6% and a 7% interest rate. Here's
my advice: start improving your credit profile immediately. Keep credit card utilization under 30% of your card has a
$10,000 limit, don't carry more than $3,000 at any time. Pay all bills on time for at least six months before applying 
for a mortgage. And absolutely dispute any inaccuracies on your credit report immediately; even small errors can 
cost you thousands in higher interest rates.

I work with exceptional lending partners who can review your specific situation and recommend the optimal loan 
product for your needs. This isn't one-size-fits-all it's customized financial strategy, and I'll be with you every step of 
the way.

VA Loans

Conventional Loans FHA Loans

USDA Loans

Credit Optimization Strategies



The Power of Representation
 

I want to be completely transparent with you: real estate commissions are negotiable. In most markets, the seller
traditionally pays both agents' commissions, which means my representation costs you nothing out of pocket. However,
it's important you understand that some sellers may choose not to pay a buyer's agent commission. If that 
happens, we'll need to discuss how to handle that cost & whether negotiating it into the purchase price or considering 
it as an additional expense in your budget. My commitment is to always try to collect my commission from the seller first,
but transparency is key, and I want you fully informed about all potential costs before we begin. Regardless of the
commission structure, my dedication to your best interests never wavers.

I've seen unrepresented buyers overpay, waive critical contingencies they didn't understand, and miss red flags that should 
have killed the deal. I've also seen them lose out on homes because they didn't know how to craft a competitive offer. Don't let 
that be you. Let me be your advocate, your partner, and your guide through this journey.

Let me share something that still surprises many buyers: in a real estate transaction, everyone has an advocate except the 
unrepresented buyer. The seller has their agent fighting for the highest price and best terms. The listing agent is legally bound to
represent the seller's interests. The lender wants the deal to close. The title company wants everything processed smoothly. But 
who's looking out specifically for you?

That's where I come in, and that's why buyer representation matters so profoundly. When you work with me, I become your 
fiduciary that's not just a fancy word, it's a legal obligation. It means I am bound by law and ethics to put your interests above 
my own, above the seller's, above everyone else's in the transaction.

What Representation Really Means
Think of me as your translator, your strategist, your negotiator, and your shield. I translate the complex language of contracts and
disclosures into plain English you can understand. I develop strategy for your offer not just the price, but the terms, timelines, and
contingencies that give you maximum protection and advantage. I negotiate on your behalf, pushing for repairs, credits, or price
reductions when warranted. And I shield you from the pressure tactics, emotional manipulation, and 
misinformation that can derail even the smartest buyers.

Fiduciary Duty
Your interests come first, 
always. I'm legally bound to 
protect you, advise you 
honestly, and never put my 
commission above your 
wellbeing.

Communication Hub
I coordinate between lenders, 
inspectors, appraisers, title 
companies, and the seller's 
agent. You'll never wonder 
what's happening or who to 
call. I'm your single point of 
contact.

Negotiation Expertise
It's not just about price. I 
negotiate terms, repairs, 
closing dates, contingencies, 
and credits. Every dollar and 
every detail matters, and I 
fight for both.

Important Note About Commissions



The House Hunting Game Plan
 

Here's a truth that might sting a little: Don't get distracted by "lipstick on a pig." Beautiful staging, fresh paint, and 

gorgeous landscaping can hide serious structural flaws. I've watched too many buyers fall in love with cosmetic appeal only
to discover later that they've purchased someone else's deferred maintenance nightmare.

House hunting requires discipline, strategy, and a clear understanding of what you truly need versus what you merely 
want. Let's develop that clarity together right now, because it will save you time, money, and heartache.

Needs vs. Wants: Drawing the Line
A "Need" is something fundamental to your life functioning properly in that home. It's a third bedroom because you have two
children who need their own spaces. It's a single-story layout because stairs are a physical challenge. It's proximity to a
specific school district because that's non-negotiable for your family. Needs are deal-breakers if the house doesn't have them,
we move on.

A "Want" is everything else. Granite countertops? That's a want & you can add them later. A finished basement? Nice to 
have, but you can finish it over time. Hardwood floors instead of carpet? Cosmetic preference that's easily changed. 
Understanding this distinction prevents you from eliminating great properties over features you could add yourself or 
learn to live without.

Structure Over Decor
Look past the staging and focus on what matters: the age and condition of the roof, the HVAC system, signs of foundation
movement, water damage, or amateur repairs. These are expensive fixes that staging can't cover.

The Critical Systems to Evaluate

Even if this is your first home and you plan to live there forever,

I need you to think about resale potential. Why? Because life

happens. Job transfers occur. Families grow. Circumstances

change. The easier your home is to sell when that time comes,

the more financial flexibility you'll have.

What effects a resale? Location near good schools, even if 

you don't have children future buyers might. Proximity 

to major highways and employment centers. Property 

layout and bedroom/bathroom count (three bed, two bath 

is the sweet spot for most markets). Lot size and outdoor 

space. These factors create lasting value beyond personal 

preference.

Roof condition and remaining lifespan HVAC

age and maintenance history
Foundation integrity cracks, settling, drainage

Plumbing age and material (galvanized? PEX? 
Copper?)
Electrical panel capacity and wiring condition

Windows single pane or double pane? Age?

Evidence of water intrusion or past repairs

I'll help you evaluate every property not just for today's needs but for tomorrow's opportunities. We'll look at market 
trends, neighborhood trajectory, and investment potential. Because your home isn't just where you live it's likely your 
largest financial asset, and it should be treated accordingly.

Thinking About Resale from Day One



Crafting a Winning Offer
 You've found it.  The house that checks your boxes, fits your budget, and feels like home. Now comes the moment where strategy 

matters most: crafting an offer that wins without overpaying. In competitive markets especially, price is only one lever you can pull.
Let me show you the others.

Many buyers think the highest offer always wins. That's simply not true. I've seen lower offers accepted because they were 
cleaner, faster, or came with fewer contingencies. Sellers aren't just looking at the number they're evaluating risk, certainty, and 
convenience. Our job is to position your offer as the most attractive package, not necessarily the most expensive one.

The Components of a Strategic Offer

An escalation clause is a powerful tool in competitive markets. It automatically increases your offer by a specific amount (say,
$1,000) above any competing offer, up to a maximum cap you set. For example, you might offer $350,000 with an escalation clause
that goes up to $365,000. If someone offers $355,000, your offer automatically becomes $356,000. You only pay what's necessary to
win, not your maximum price unless you need to.

This strategy works brilliantly when there are multiple offers, but requires careful structuring. I'll help you determine if it's 
appropriate for your situation and how to set your increments and cap intelligently.
Remember, the goal isn't just to get your offer accepted it's to get it accepted at terms that protect you and keep you within 
budget. I've negotiated hundreds of offers, and I know how to position yours for maximum success. We'll discuss strategy before 
submitting anything, and I'll use my experience and market knowledge to give you the best possible chance of success without 
unnecessary risk or overpayment.

01 

Purchase Price
The amount you're offering for the home.     This "good faith" deposit shows the seller 

02 

Earnest Money

03

Contingencies
These are your "escape hatches"
conditions that must be met for the sale to 
proceed. Common ones include 
inspection, appraisal, and financing 
contingencies. Fewer contingencies make 
offers more attractive but reduce your 
protection.

We'll base this on comparable sales, days 
on market, property condition, and your 
budget. In competitive situations, we may     credited back to you at closing. Higher 

you're serious typically 1-3% of 
purchase price. It's held in escrow and 

offer above asking; in slower markets, 
below asking might be appropriate.

earnest money can make your offer more 
attractive by demonstrating financial 
strength and commitment.

04

Timeline
When you'll close and when the seller needs to vacate.
Flexibility here can be powerful. If the seller needs 60 days,
offering that timeline might win over a higher offer with a 30-
day close.

The Escalation Clause Strategy

05

Additional Terms
These include things like covering some of the seller's closing
costs, waiving specific repairs, or including an escalation clause.



Understanding Contingencies and Protection
 

 
This ensures that if you cannot secure financing 
as expected, you can cancel without penalty. It 
protects you from losing your deposit if your 
loan falls through due to credit issues, job 
changes, or other factors beyond your control.

 
This gives you the right to hire a professional 
inspector to evaluate the home's condition. If 
major issues are discovered, you can negotiate 
repairs, request a price reduction, or walk away. 
Never, ever waive this unless you're an 
experienced investor buying a fixer-upper 
intentionally.

 
If you need to sell your current home before 
buying the new one, this contingency makes 
your offer dependent on that sale closing. It's 
less attractive to sellers but sometimes 
necessary for buyers in transition.

Once your offer is accepted, we enter what I call the "due diligence phase" & the period where we verify that 
everything about this property is as represented and that you're making a sound investment. This is where
contingencies become absolutely critical, and where many buyers either protect themselves wisely or expose
themselves to unnecessary risk.

A contingency is a condition in your contract that must be satisfied for the sale to proceed. If that condition isn't 
met, you can typically withdraw from the contract and receive your earnest money back. Let's talk about the 
major ones and why they matter.

In extremely competitive markets, buyers sometimes waive contingencies to make their offers more attractive.
This is risky and should only be done with full understanding of the consequences. Waiving an inspection means
accepting the property as-is, regardless of what you discover later. Waiving appraisal means you'll pay the
difference if the home doesn't appraise. Waiving financing means you're obligated to close even if your loan
doesn't come through.

I will never pressure you to waive protections, but I will explain the strategic considerations. If you're competing 
against five other offers and comfortable with the risk, there might be situations where selectively reducing 
contingencies makes sense. But that decision is yours alone, made with full information about the potential 
consequences. My job is to explain the risks clearly so you can make an informed choice, not to push you into 
something that could harm you financially.

 
This protects you if the home doesn't appraise 
for your offered price. If you're paying $400,000 
but the home appraises for $380,000, you can 
renegotiate, bring extra cash, or cancel. Without 
this contingency, you'd be obligated to cover 
that $20,000 gap or lose your earnest money.

1

3

2

4

When to Waive Contingencies (and When to Absolutely Not)

Financing Contingency

Inspection Contingency Appraisal Contingency

Home Sale Contingency



The Home Inspection Deep Dive
The home inspection is your X-ray vision moment--the chance to see beyond the pretty photos and staged rooms into the real condition of the
property. This is where we discover if that beautiful home has a solid foundation or if it's hiding expensive problems. And I'm going to help you
understand exactly what to focus on.

A professional home inspector will examine hundreds of components over 2-4 hours, producing a detailed report that can be overwhelming. 
My role is to help you understand what matters, what's normal wear and tear, and what's a genuine concern requiring attention.

The Big Five: Critical Systems to Evaluate

 

Age, condition, and remaining lifespan.
A roof replacement can cost
$8,000-$25,000 depending on size and 
materials. If the roof is near the end of 
its life, we need to factor that into our 
negotiations.

Material type, age, condition, and signs
of leaks. Old galvanized pipes can
restrict water flow and lead to failures.
Evidence of past leaks or water damage 
suggests ongoing issues that need 
addressing.

 
Panel capacity, wiring condition, and 
any safety hazards. Outdated electrical 
(aluminum wiring, insufficient 
amperage, lack of GFCI outlets) can be 
both expensive to fix and dangerous.

Cracks, settling, moisture issues, or
structural movement. Foundation
repairs are among the most expensive 
fixes and can indicate serious problems. 
Minor cosmetic cracks are normal; 
major structural issues are deal-
breakers.

When we receive the inspection report, I'll walk you through it page by page. We'll categorize findings into three buckets: immediate safety
concerns that must be addressed before closing, significant issues that affect home value or function and should be negotiated, and minor
maintenance items that are normal for any home and don't require seller action.
Not every finding requires a response. Homes aren't perfect, and sellers aren't obligated to deliver perfection. But they are obligated to 
deliver what they represented, and we have the right to negotiate when significant defects are discovered. I'll help you determine which 
issues are worth pushing for repairs or credits, and which to accept or plan to address yourself over time.
We typically have 7-10 days from the inspection to submit a response to the seller. During that time, we may request repairs, ask for credits 
toward closing costs, or negotiate a price reduction. In some cases, if the issues are severe enough and the seller won't address them 
reasonably, we may exercise our right to cancel the contract. That's why this contingency is so valuable it's your safety net.

 
Age, efficiency, and functionality. A new 
HVAC system costs $5,000-$10,000+. If 
it's 15+ years old, it's approaching end of 
life and we should account for 
replacement soon.

Reading the Report Like a Pro

Roof

Plumbing

Foundation

Electrical System

HVAC System



Navigating the Appraisal
Process
After the inspection, the next major milestone is the appraisal  and 

 

This is one of the biggest concerns buyers have, and it's valid. If you've
offered $400,000 but the home appraises for $380,000, we have a
problem. The bank will only lend based on the appraised value, which
means you're short $20,000. You have several options at this point, and
I'll help you navigate them strategically.

this is where your lender steps in to protects their investment. 

Remember, the bank is lending you hundreds of thousands of dollars,

and they want to ensure the property is worth what you're paying. 

That's where the appraiser comes in.

An appraiser is a neutral third-party professional hired by your 

lender to determine the fair market value of the property based on 

comparable closed sales in the area. They'll measure the home, 

photograph it, note its condition and features, and then compare it to 

recently sold properties that are similar in size, age, location, and 

conditio

What Happens If the Appraisal Comes in Low?

 
If you have an appraisal contingency (which you should), you can walk away and receive your earnest money back. This protects 
you from overpaying.

 
If we believe the appraisal used poor comparables or missed key features, we can request a review or provide additional comps to 
support the value. This doesn't always work but is worth trying.

The good news is that most appraisals come in at or above the purchase price, especially when we've priced the offer appropriately based on 
market data from the start. That's why my comparative market analysis before you even make an offer is so valuable4it helps us price 
competitively without overpaying, reducing the risk of appraisal issues down the line.

 
If you have the funds available and believe the home is truly worth your offered price, you can cover the difference. This requires 
additional down payment above what you originally planned.

 
We can request that the seller lower the price to match the appraised value. In many cases, sellers will agree to meet somewhere in 
the middle to keep the deal alive.

1

2

3

4

Bring Extra Cash

Renegotiate Price

Cancel the Contract

Challenge the Appraisal



Managing Timelines and Deadlines
 

Each of these phases has specific action items and deadlines. For example, during the due diligence phase (Days 1-10),
you'll schedule and complete your inspection, review the findings, negotiate any repairs or credits, and make a final
decision about proceeding. During the financing phase (Days 10-20), your lender will process your loan application,
order the appraisal, verify your employment and assets, and work toward final loan approval.

What Could Go Wrong (And How We Prevent It)

I've seen deals fall apart because buyers didn't order their homeowners insurance on time, missed an inspection
deadline, or failed to respond to lender requests promptly. These are all preventable problems. I maintain a detailed
checklist for every transaction and will remind you of upcoming deadlines, coordinate with all parties, and ensure 
everyone is moving forward on schedule.

Your job is to respond promptly when I reach out, provide requested documentation to your lender quickly, and stay 
engaged in the process. My job is to manage the complexity, anticipate problems before they become crises, and guide 
you smoothly from contract to closing. Together, we'll navigate these timelines efficiently and protect your interests 
every step of the way.

While every transaction is unique, here's what a standard 30-day contract timeline looks like. I'll walk you through each
phase so you know what to expect and when.

Once your offer is accepted, you enter a carefully choreographed dance of deadlines and milestones. Missing even one 
deadline can result in the loss of your earnest money or the deal itself. This is where having me as your representative
becomes in valuable. I track every date, coordinate  with every party, and ensure nothing falls through the cracks.

Real estate contracts are governed by strict timelines. You have a specific number of days to complete your inspection, 
respond to inspection findings, secure financing, review title, purchase insurance, and prepare for closing. Each of these 
deadlines is critical, and they often overlap or depend on one another.

The Typical Transaction Timeline

Escrow Opened
 

Inspections & 
Appraisal

Days 4-12: Inspect
and appraise 

Loan & 
Disclosures

 

Closing &
Move- In

Day 15-30: Sign,
record, move 

Day 1-3: Escrow and
deposit Days 10-20: Process 

loan, review CD



Securing Your
Homeowners Insurance

 

Dwelling coverage (the structure itself) Personal

property (your belongings) Liability protection (if

someone is injured on your 
property)

Additional living expenses (if you must live elsewhere 
during repairs)

One critical task that often surprises first-time buyers is 
securing homeowners insurance. Your lender requires proof 
of insurance before closing & typically a full year paid in
advance and this isn't something you can wait until the last
minute to arrange.

Homeowners insurance protects your investment and the 
lender's by covering damage from fire, storms, theft, and 
liability claims. The amount of coverage you need depends on 
your home's replacement cost not its market value. 
Replacement cost is what it would cost to rebuild your home 
from the ground up if it were destroyed, which can be higher 
or lower than what you're paying for it.

What Your Policy Should Cover

Depending on your property and location,
you may need additional coverage. Flood
insurance is required if 
you're in a FEMA flood zone and often 
recommended even if you're not. 
Earthquake insurance matters in 
seismically active areas. Older homes 
may require special policies or 
endorsements. If you have expensive 
jewelry, art, or collectibles, you may 
want additional personal property 
coverage beyond the standard policy 
limits.

Don't just accept the first quote. Shop around with multiple insurers, ask about discounts (bundling with auto
insurance, security systems, new roof, etc.), and compare coverage levels carefully. The cheapest policy isn't always
the best value.

I work with several excellent insurance agents who specialize in homeowners policies and can provide competitive 
quotes quickly. I'll connect you with them early in the process to ensure you have coverage arranged well before 
closing day. This is another detail I'll help you manage, because the last thing you need is a closing delay because 
insurance wasn't finalized in time.
We'll discuss all of this as part of your home buying process. Insurance might not be the most exciting topic, but it's 
absolutely essential protection for your largest investment.

Shopping Smart

Special Considerations



The Closing Process Countdown
We're in the home stretch now. You've navigated inspections ,secured financing, and addressed all contingencies. The finish line is in sight, and

I want to walk you through exactly what happens in these final days leading up to closing.

The closing process is a carefully orchestrated sequence of final verifications, document preparations, and fund transfers. 

Multiple parties & your lender, the title company, the seller’s agent and I are all working to ensure everything is ready for your 

the closing appointment.

 

 

 
You receive your Closing Disclosure (CD) at least three business days 

before closing. This document details your final loan terms, closing 
costs, and cash needed to close. Review it carefully with me this is 

your last chance to catch errors.

 
Your inspection is completed and we negotiate any necessary repairs 

or credits with the seller. This is typically Days 7-10.

 

This is Day 1 of your journey to homeownership.

 
You meet at the title company to sign your loan documents, deed, and 

other paperwork. Bring a government-issued ID and be prepared to 
sign many documents. I'll be there to guide you through each one.

 
Your lender reviews all documentation, verifies employment and 

assets, and works toward final loan approval. Stay responsive to their 
requests during this phase.

 
Within 24-48 hours, escrow is opened and your earnest money is 
delivered. The title company begins their work examining the 
property's title history.

 
You've selected your insurance provider and paid your first year's 
premium. The policy is in place and the lender has received 
confirmation.

 
After signing, the title company records the deed with the county. 
Once recorded, the home is officially yours! Keys are released and 
you can move in. Welcome home!

Throughout this countdown, I'm monitoring progress daily, following up with all parties, and ensuring we stay on track. If any issues arise and occasionally 
they do I’'ll address them immediately and keep you informed. The closing process can feel overwhelming, but with experienced guidance, it moves 
smoothly from contract to keys.

 
Typically the day before or morning of closing, we visit the property 
to ensure it's in the same condition as when you agreed to purchase, 
all negotiated repairs are complete, and nothing has been removed or 
damaged.

 
The appraiser evaluates the property and submits their report to your 
lender, confirming the home's value supports your loan amount.

Closing Disclosure Review

Signing Day

Offer Acceptance

Loan Processing & Final Underwriting

Home Inspection & Repair Negotiations

Escrow Opened

Final Walk-Through

Appraisal Completed

Recording & Move-In

Homeowners Insurance Secured



45%

15%

Understanding Your Closing Costs
 

30%

10%

 
Origination fees, points, application fees, credit report, and underwriting 

charges from your lender.

One question I hear frequently is:"Beyond my down payment, what else do I need to bring to closing?" This is an important conversation because closing 
costs can add up to 2-5% of your purchase price, and I want you to be fully prepared financially.

Closing costs are the fees and expenses you pay to finalize your home purchase. They cover services like title insurance, loan origination, appraisal, 
inspections, and various administrative tasks. Some costs are paid to your lender, some to the title company, some to third parties like inspectors and 
appraisers.

Typical Closing Costs Breakdown

 
Property taxes, homeowners insurance, and mortgage interest that you 

prepay at closing to establish escrow accounts.
Home inspection, appraisal, survey (if required), HOA transfer fees, and 

attorney fees if applicable in your state.

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  o n  a  $ 3 0 0 , 0 0 0  h o m e  p u r c h a s e ,  y o u  m i g h t  e x p e c t  $ 9 , 0 0 0 - $ 1 2 , 0 0 0  i n  c l o s i n g  c o s t s  ( 3 - 4 % )  p l u s  y o u r  d o w n
p a y m e n t .  I f  y o u ' r e  p u t t i n g  d o w n  1 0 %  

( $ 3 0 , 0 0 0 ) ,  y o u ' d  n e e d  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  $ 4 0 , 0 0 0  t o t a l  t o  c l o s e .  T h e s e  n u m b e r s  v a r y  b y  l o c a t i o n ,  l o a n  t y p e ,  a n d  n e g o t i a t i o n ,  b u t
t h i s  g i v e s  y o u  a  r e a l i s t i c  p i c t u r e .

S t r a t e g i e s  t o  R e d u c e  C l o s i n g  C o s t s

T h e  g o o d  n e w s  i s  t h a t  c l o s i n g  c o s t s  a r e  s o m e t i m e s  n e g o t i a b l e .  Y o u  c a n  a s k  t h e  s e l l e r  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o w a r d  y o u r  c l o s i n g
c o s t s  ( c a l l e d  a  " s e l l e r  c o n c e s s i o n " ) ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  a  b u y e r ' s  m a r k e t .  S o m e  l e n d e r s  o f f e r  n o - c l o s i n g - c o s t  l o a n s  w h e r e  t h e y
c o v e r  y o u r  f e e s  i n  e x c h a n g e  f o r  a  s l i g h t l y  h i g h e r  i n t e r e s t  r a t e — t h i s  c a n  b e  b e n e f i c i a l  i f  y o u  p r e f e r  t o  p r e s e r v e  c a s h  n o w .
Y o u  c a n  s h o p  a r o u n d  f o r  s e r v i c e s  l i k e  h o m e o w n e r s  i n s u r a n c e  a n d  t i t l e  i n s u r a n c e  t o  f i n d  b e t t e r  r a t e s .  A n d  s o m e  
a s s i s t a n c e  p r o g r a m s  h e l p  f i r s t - t i m e  b u y e r s  w i t h  g r a n t s  o r  l o a n s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  c l o s i n g  c o s t s .
I ' l l  h e l p  y o u  u n d e r s t a n d  y o u r  e s t i m a t e d  c l o s i n g  c o s t s  e a r l y  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  t h r o u g h  y o u r  L o a n  E s t i m a t e  d o c u m e n t ,  a n d  w e ' l l
s t r a t e g i z e  t o g e t h e r  a b o u t  w h e t h e r  
t o  n e g o t i a t e  s e l l e r  c o n c e s s i o n s  o r  e x p l o r e  o t h e r  o p t i o n s  t o  m i n i m i z e  y o u r  o u t - o f - p o c k e t  e x p e n s e s .  N o  s u r p r i s e s — t h a t ' s  m y
p r o m i s e  t o  y o u .

 
Title search, title insurance (protecting you and the lender), escrow fees, and 

recording fees with the county.

Prepaid Items

Loan-Related Fees Title & Escrow

Other Costs



After Closing: The First 30 Days
 

 
You don't know who has 
keys from previous owners. 
Hire a locksmith to rekey all 
exterior doors within the 
first few days. This simple 
step ensures your family's 
security.

 
File a change of address with 
USPS, update your driver's 
license, notify banks and 
credit cards, update voter 
registration, and inform 
your employer. Don't forget 
subscriptions and 
memberships.

 
Transfer or establish 
accounts for electricity, gas, 
water, trash, internet, and 
cable. Many utilities require 
deposits or proof of home 
ownership, so handle this 
early.

 
Find and label the main 
water shut-off, gas shut-off, 
and electrical panel. In an 
emergency, you need to 
know exactly where these 
are and how to use them.

Congratulations you're a homeowner! The hard part is behind you, but your journey isn't quite over. The first 30 days in your new home 
are critical for getting organized, establishing good habits, and protecting your investment for the long term.

Let me share some guidance on what to prioritize during this exciting but sometimes overwhelming first month.

Immediate Action Items

Create a home maintenance binder physical or digital where you'll store all important documents: your purchase agreement, title documents,
inspection report, warranty information for appliances, and receipts for any work done. This becomes your home's "medical file" and will be
invaluable when you eventually sell or need to reference past repairs.

Establish a home maintenance fund immediately. Set up a separate savings account and begin transferring that 1% of home value annually 
(about $250/month on a $300,000 home). When the water heater dies or the AC needs servicing, you'll be grateful this fund exists.
Schedule regular maintenance tasks on your calendar. Replace HVAC filters every 3 months. Clean gutters twice yearly. Service your HVAC 
system annually. Check smoke detector batteries every 6 months. These simple habits prevent expensive repairs and extend the life of your 
systems.

 

Introduce yourself to those living around you. Neighbors are your
first line of defense in emergencies and can provide valuable local
knowledge about everything from which contractors to hire to how
to navigate HOA rules.

Make sure you understand what's covered and what's not. 
Take photos and videos of your belongings for insurance purposes. 

Document the condition of your home now4it helps with future 

claims or disputes.

Most importantly, take a moment to celebrate. You've achieved something significant. Homeownership is a milestone worth acknowledging, 
and I'm honored to have been part of your journey to get here.

Setting Up for Success

Change the Locks

Meet Your Neighbors

Update Your Address Set Up Utilities

Review Your Homeowners Policy

Locate Shut-Offs



Long-Term Wealth Building Through Homeownership
Your first home is your foundation, not necessarily your forever home. Let's talk about the bigger picture & how this purchase fits
into your long-term financial strategy and how you can maximize the wealth-building potential of homeownership.
Real estate has created more wealth for more families than virtually any other investment vehicle. Why? Because it combines several powerful financial advantages: 
forced savings through mortgage payments, leverage (you control an expensive asset with a relatively small down payment), potential appreciation, and tax benefits. 
Let me break down how these work for you.

Building Equity: Your Automatic Savings Plan

Every mortgage payment you make has two components: interest (what the bank charges) and principal (what reduces your loan balance). In the early years, most of
your payment goes to interest, but over time that shifts. By year 15 of a 30-year mortgage, you're paying more principal than interest. This principal pay down is forced
savings wealth you're building automatically every single month.

Combine that with market appreciation, and your equity grows from two directions simultaneously. If you put 10% down on a $300,000 home ($30,000) and the home 

appreciates just 3% annually while you pay down the mortgage, after five years you might have $80,000-$100,000 in equity. That's your money & wealth you can 
access through a home equity loan, or capture when you sell.

 

 

In first 5 years of homeownership through 
appreciation and principal paydown (based on 3% 

annual appreciation).

 

Your initial investment can multiply significantly 
through leverage a small down payment controls a 

large asset.

This home probably won't be your last. As your family grows, your income increases, or your needs change, you'll eventually consider selling and
moving up. That's normal and expected. When that time comes, the equity you've built becomes your down payment on the next home often a
substantially larger down payment than you had for this first purchase.
Some of my clients keep their first home as a rental property when they move, creating passive income and continuing to build wealth through
appreciation on two 
properties. Others sell and use their gains to make a larger down payment, reducing their new mortgage and monthly payment. There's no single
right strategy 
It depends on your goals, market conditions, and personal circumstances. What matters is understanding that homeownership is a long-term
wealth-building strategy, and this first purchase is just the beginning of that journey. 
I’ll be here for your second purchase, your third, and beyond--helping you make strategic decisions that aling with your evolving financial goals.

 

Average homeowner builds significantly more wealth 
over 30 years compared to lifetime renters according 
to Federal Reserve data.

Keep an eye on interest rates even after you close. If rates drop significantly (generally 0.75% or more below your current rate), refinancing might make sense. You
could lower your monthly payment, shorten your loan term, or pull out equity for other investments. I can connect you with lending partners who will analyze your
situation and determine if refinancing benefits you.

Some homeowners refinance from a 30-year to a 15-year mortgage once their income increases, building equity much faster and saving tens of thousands in interest 
over the life of the loan. Others refinance to access equity for home improvements that further increase value. These are strategic moves that maximize your 
investment return.

The Next Steps in Your Real Estate Journey

Strategic Refinancing

50K 2.5x
Return Multiple

200K
Lifetime Wealth

Average Equity Gained



Maintaining Your Investment
 

Inspect roof for winter damage

Clean gutters and downspouts

Check exterior drainage

Service AC before summer heat

Inspect and clean windows/screens

Power wash exterior surfaces

Check and repair caulking

Inspect and clean deck/patio

Test sump pump before rainy season

Inspect sprinkler system

Monitor for ice dams on roof

Keep snow cleared from vents

Check insulation in attic and basement

Test smoke/CO detectors

Inspect water heater

Clean gutters again (after leaves fall)

Service heating system

Inspect insulation and weatherstripping

Disconnect and drain outdoor hoses

Check chimney and fireplace

Your home is likely your largest financial asset, and like any investment, it requires active management and 
maintenance to protect and grow its value. Let's talk about the practical side of homeownership, the maintenance and
upkeep that preserves your investment and prevents small issues from becoming expensive disasters.

I've seen too many homeowners neglect basic maintenance, only to face major repairs that could have been prevented. A 
$200 HVAC service call could have prevented a $5,000 system replacement. A $50 gutter cleaning could have avoided 
$3,000 in water damage. Preventive maintenance isn't optional it's essential to protecting your investment.

Your Seasonal Maintenance Calendar

Spring Maintenance

Keep detailed records of all maintenance, repairs, and improvements. This documentation serves multiple purposes: it
helps you remember when systems were last serviced, it demonstrates to future buyers that the home was well-
maintained, and it substantiates your cost basis for tax purposes when you sell (improvements can reduce capital gains 
taxes).

Create a simple digital folder with photos, receipts, warranties, and service records. When you replace the water heater, 
file the receipt and warranty. When you have the HVAC serviced, keep the report. When you add a new fence or remodel 
the kitchen, document everything. These records become part of your home's story and add value when you eventually 
sell.
I also recommend establishing relationships with reliable contractors, good plumber, electrician, HVAC technician, 
and handyman you trust. When you need emergency service, you don't want to be desperately searching online at 10pm. 
Having a trusted team in place provides peace of mind and ensures quality work. I'm happy to share recommendations 
for contractors I trust and my clients have used successfully.

Building Your Maintenance Records

Summer Maintenance

Fall Maintenance

Winter Maintenance



When Life Changes: Adapting Your Housing Strategy
 

Sometimes market conditions create opportunities to upgrade earlier than planned. If interest rates drop significantly, refinancing or moving up

might make financial sense even if you weren't planning to. If your neighborhood appreciates rapidly, the equity gains might allow you to move to

your dream home sooner than expected. I monitor market conditions constantly and will alert you when opportunities arise that might benefit your

specific situation.

The key is staying in communication with me even after your purchase. Your relationship with your Realtor shouldn't end at closing it should evolve 

into a long term advisory relationship where I help you make strategic real estate decisions throughout your life. That's the kind of partnership I

build with my clients, and it's why so many of them come back to me for their second, third, and fourth home purchases.

Life doesn't stand still, and neither do your housing needs. Over the years, your family may grow, your career might take you to a
new city, your income could increase substantially, or your lifestyle preferences might evolve.

 When these changes happen and they will your housing situation may need to adapt. I want you to feel empowered to
make strategic housing decisions throughout your life, not trapped by your current home. Let's talk about common life
changes and how they might influence your real estate strategy.

Growing Families and Changing Needs

When you purchased your first home, maybe it was just you and your partner in a cozy two-bedroom condo. Fast forward five years: now
you have two kids and suddenly that second bedroom has become a cramped nursery/office/storage room combo that's not working for
anyone. This is normal and expected. Your starter home served its purpose it got you into the market, let you build equity, and gave you
homeownership experience. Now it's time to leverage that equity and move up to a home that 
better fits your current life.
The beauty of building equity is that it gives you options. That $50,000-$80,000 you've accumulated can become a substantial down
payment on your next home, 
potentially allowing you to avoid PMI and secure better loan terms than you had on your first purchase.

Job opportunities sometimes require geographic moves. If this happens within a few years of purchase, you might worry about losing money. The good

news is that even in short holding periods, you've likely built some equity through principal paydown and appreciation. And the IRS offers capital

gains exclusions for primary residence sales (up to $250,000 for individuals, $500,000 for couples if you've lived there 2 of the last 5 years), protecting

your gains from taxes.

If you're relocating for work, we can discuss whether selling makes sense or whether converting your home to a rental property might be a better

long-term strategy. 

Some of my most successful investor clients started with accidental rentals keeping their first home when they relocated, and discovering it became an

excellent source of passive income and long-term wealth building.

Market Timing and Opportunities

01

Evaluate Your Equity
Request a comparative market analysis to understand your current home's value
and your potential equity position.

03

Plan Your Transition
Decide whether to sell first or buy first (each has pros and cons), and develop a
timeline that minimizes stress and financial strain.

Career Relocations

02

Determine Your Next Home Needs
Define what you need in your next home, bedrooms, bathrooms, location, schools,
space and what you can afford based on your improved financial position.

04

Execute Strategically
List your current home at optimal timing, search for your next home, and coordinate
closing dates to avoid double mortgages or temporary housing.



Common Mistakes to Avoid
 

 
Even if you think this is your forever home, consider resale 
potential. Homes in good school districts, near employment 
centers, and with desirable features sell faster and for more 
money when life circumstances change.

 
Just because you're approved for $400,000 doesn't mean you 
should spend it all. Leave room for life, savings, and 
unexpected expenses. House-poor homeowners have 
beautiful homes but can't afford to enjoy their lives. Don't be 
one of them.

 
Staging and fresh paint can hide serious issues. Look beyond 
the pretty surface to evaluate structure, systems, and bones. 
You can always change paint colors and light fixtures you 
can't easily fix foundation problems or outdated electrical.

 
First-time buyers often forget to budget for repairs, 
maintenance, and unexpected issues. Set aside 1% of your 
home's value annually for these costs. When the water 
heater dies, you'll be glad this fund exists.

 
Don't buy new furniture, cars, or appliances before closing. 
Major purchases or new credit lines can affect your debt-to-
income ratio and jeopardize your loan approval. Wait until 
after you've received your keys.

In my years of helping families buy homes, I've seen patterns & mistakes that buyers make repeatedly.  Often with painful financial 
consequences. I want to share these with you not to scare you, but to help you avoid them. Knowledge is power, and understanding
these pitfalls will make you a smarter, more successful homebuyer.

 
In competitive markets, buyers sometimes waive inspections 
to make their offers more attractive. This is incredibly risky 
unless you're an experienced investor buying a fixer-upper 
intentionally. A $500 inspection could save you from $50,000 
in hidden problems.

Perhaps the biggest mistake I see is buying emotionally rather than strategically. You fall in love with a house at first sight, overlook
red flags, overpay, and waive protections just to get it. This is how buyers end up with buyer's remorse and financial regret.

I understand that home buying is emotional it should be! But that emotion should be balanced with rational analysis and strategic 
thinking. That's why having me as your advocate is so valuable. I bring objective perspective when you're caught up in the 
excitement. I ask the tough questions you might be afraid to ask. I protect you from yourself when necessary, ensuring that your 
heart and your head are aligned before you commit.

Ignoring Resale Value

Maxing Out Your Budget

Falling for Cosmetic Appeal

Skipping the Inspection

Not Budgeting for Maintenance

Making Large Purchases Before Closing

The Emotional Purchase Trap



Your Questions Answered
 

It depends on your loan type. Conventional loans can go
as low as 3%, FHA requires 3.5%, VA and USDA offer 0%
down options. However, putting down more (ideally 20%) 
eliminates private mortgage insurance and gives you 
better loan terms. I recommend saving as much as
comfortably possible while also maintaining an
emergency fund.

Should I buy now or wait for prices to
drop?
This is the question I'm asked most often, and the answer
is: it depends on your personal situation, not market
predictions. If you need a place to live, can afford the
monthly payment comfortably, and plan to stay for at 
least 3-5 years, buying usually makes sense regardless of 
short-term market fluctuations. Trying to time the market
perfectly is nearly impossible—focus instead on whether
homeownership fits your life right now.

What if I have student loans or other
debt?
Student loans don't disqualify you from buying, but they 
do affect your debt-to-income ratio. Lenders will factor in 
your monthly student loan payment when calculating 
how much house you can afford. Focus on keeping your 
overall DTI below 43%, and consider strategies like 
income-driven repayment plans that might lower your 
monthly obligation and improve your borrowing 
capacity.

If your specific question isn't addressed here, please reach out to me directly. I'm always happy to discuss your unique 
situation and provide personalized guidance. There are no stupid questions in real estate—only uninformed decisions. 
Let's make sure all your decisions are fully informed.

This depends on what the problems are and what was
disclosed. If the seller failed to disclose a known defect, you
may have legal recourse. However, if something 
breaks that wasn't evident during inspection, that's 
generally your responsibility as the homeowner. This is
why thorough inspections and home warranties are so
valuable—they provide protection against post-closing
surprises.

How long should I plan to stay in my
first home?
Generally, I recommend planning to stay at least 3-5 years
to recoup your closing costs and build meaningful equity. 
However, life doesn't always cooperate with our plans. If 
you need to move sooner due to job relocation, family 
changes, or other circumstances, you'll likely still be fine
—especially in appreciating markets where values are 
rising.

Yes! FHA loans accept credit scores as low as 580
(sometimes even 500 with a larger down payment). The
key is working with a knowledgeable lender who can
help you understand your options and potentially
improve your credit before applying. I can connect you
with lending partners who specialize in helping buyers
with less-than-perfect credit achieve homeownership.

What happens if I find problems after
closing?

Throughout this guide, I've covered the homebuying process comprehensively, but I know you still have questions. Every 

buyer's situation is unique, and there are always specific concerns that arise. Let me address some of the most common
questions I hear from clients like you.

Can I buy if my credit isn't perfect?
How much do I really need for a

down payment?



Let's Start Your Journey Together
 

Clear communication throughout the process, expert guidance based
on years of experience, access to my trusted network of lenders and
service providers, and a partner who celebrates your success as much
as you do.

I will always put your interests first, provide honest advice even when
it's not what you want to hear, be available when you need me, and
fight for your best outcome at every stage of this journey.

What You Can Expect

 
Phone:
915-272-6520

 
Email:
pennyrealty.01@gmail.com

 Penny Lares, Realtor 
 Four Winds -Cuatro Vientos Realty

Here's to your future home, your growing wealth, and the exciting journey ahead. Let's make it happen together.

 
Website:
pennylaresrealtor.com

Whether you're ready to start house hunting tomorrow or you're still months away from being prepared, I want to hear from you. Let's have a 
conversation about your goals, your timeline, your concerns, and your dreams. Together, we'll create a personalized strategy that gets you from 
where you are today to homeownership with confidence and clarity every step of the way.

We've covered a lot of ground in this guide from understanding market fundamentals to navigating closing day, from building long-term wealth to 
avoiding common pitfalls. My hope is that you now feel more confident, more informed, and more prepared to take the next step toward
homeownership.

But this guide is just the beginning. Real expertise comes from experience, and that's what I bring to every client relationship. I've helped hundreds 
of families just like yours navigate this process successfully, building wealth and creating homes they love. I know the local market intimately, I 
understand the challenges you'll face, and I have the skills and resources to guide you through them smoothly. 

More importantly, I genuinely care about your success. You're not just another transaction to me you're someone building a life, pursuing a dream, 
and trusting me to help you get there. That's a responsibility I take seriously, and it's why I approach every client relationship with honesty, patience, 
and dedication to your best interests.

My Commitment to You

Email Me

Contact Me

Visit Online

"Thank you for taking the time to read this guide. I created it because I believe that educated buyers make better decisions, build more wealth,
and have more successful homeownership experiences. My goal is to be your trusted real estate advisor not just for this purchase, but throughout
your lifetime of real estate decisions."


